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CHAPTER I. LIVING AND MAKING HISTORY IN AN ARTS PRACTICE
What is essential goes without saying because it comes without saying: the tradition is silent, not least about itself as tradition.
Pierre Bourdieu, Firing Back As an artist, activist, and academic, I use community-oriented research to investigate the creation of mythologies, the historical record, and the landscape. I make my research visible by creating artwork that allows various, sometimes conflicting, perspectives to come into contact. Americans have forged a historical record that continues to live in the quotidian experiences of this country--in landmarks, place names, policy decisions, and museum displays--but American history is also located in the stories we tell and the stories told about us. They are true and fictitious, visible and invisible, made and maintained. They are specific reflections of traditional American patriotic desires and fears, possibilities and impossibilities, failures and successes. These stories are affected by the underbelly, as those who fail to fit within the mold create moments of friction. I work with and investigate these stories to make them known, put them in context, and question their unstated place in our understanding of history.
My methodology is one of juxtaposition. In the interest of creating a material library which viewers can unpack, I present a variety of narratives and sources alongside each other. The outcome of my research varies in every project, including performance, printed matter, installation, sound, and video. My projects create an intensely crowded mental and visual field, where the viewer is asked to unwind a puzzle and realize her place as an actor in complicated national histories and present day systems of control.
Rather than simply observing, the viewer is asked to write her part of the story. In my practice I ask the audience to both participate and to spend time in close reading of the stories of others. In doing so, the viewer reveals other stories, uncovers fictions, and begins to suspect the construction of history through precious fragments might become suspect.
The Case for History
When I think of the way we hear politicians speak about the greatness of the Partially Buried Continued is a meditation on ways in which one's associations to history, location, and genealogy become caught up in a subjective web which makes it difficult to separate history from fiction. The differences between memory as an active process and remembrance as a memorializing act are played out...while attempting to negotiate the circuitous relationship between the present with the past and the future. The importance of performative reinscribing is the reason that the right, who holds a particular vision of American identity close, is afraid to loose the pledge of allegiance in schools. American identity only remains when we think of our landscape as a palimpest, in which we continually reinforce a particular identity through physical and symbolic means. What does reinscribing mean? In my work I perform in order to point to the artificialness of this process. Once the nature of construction becomes apparent, we can perhaps find other ways of being. In performance, we find power to recreate and reinterpret our own history and identity. came to realize that regardless of whether we lived in New England, we were surrounded with pines--in the building materials of our homes, on our bookshelves, the turns of phrase we choose to use, and even the choices in our pantries. In contemporary America, we are affected by the choices of our colonial forefathers. As New England lumber was being shipped across the ocean for the Royal Navy's ship masts, as tar was being made from the stumps left behind, and as flags reflected the distrust and frustration at this process, a mark from this period would be left on American forest management and The white pine is a pioneer plant, meaning that it thrives in disturbed soils, such as after a forest fire. Pines grow faster and straighter than their hardwood cousins, taking over forests efficiently and with ease. In a fight for light, their evergreen needles will win out, eventually shading the ground below. However, white pines, like all pioneer plants,
are not intended to last. As such, even in these protected old growth tracts, there are only a few giants left standing. This was most apparent in White Pine Hollow. On my first scouting trip, only one pine was found. It took conferring with a volunteer forest ranger who mapped the remaining pines to find the dozen or so that remain. Though White Pine
Hollow is the only old growth white pine forest in Iowa, it will not contain pines for much longer. In this location, I enacted the phrase "bury the hatchet," which is a common aphorism. In fact, the phrase derives from the beginning of the Iroquois nation, when the original five tribes met in the center of their territory and buried their warring instruments under the largest white pine they could find. This tree was known as the peace tree. Rust, the second plant is the currant bush, the fragrant bush that produces red or yellow tender sweet berries. In order to protect the valuable white pine, teams of men and boys were paid to eradicate the currant bush. In Cathedral Pines I removed, or perhaps planted a currant bush. Repertoire. She explains the difference between the archive, which is constructed out of real objects that are supposedly resistant to change, and the repertoire, which is built from lived experiences:
The repertoire enacts embodied memory-performances, gestures, orality, movement, dance, singing...all those acts usually thought of as ephemeral. The repertoire requires presence. People participate in the production and reproduction of knowledge by 'being there.' As opposed to the supposedly stable objects in the archive, the actions that are the repertoire do not remain the same. The repertoire both keeps and transforms choreographies of meaning. Dances change over time, even though generations of dancers (or even individual dancers) swear they're always the same. But even though the embodiment changes, the meaning might very well remain the same. 5
As citizens we perform citizenship, wether that be constructing national symbols, protesting, or voting. These are highly ritualistic modes of being American. Wether we like it or not, the national anthem is sung around us at every sporting event. We take off our hats, stand, and place our hands over our hearts. Or we don't.
National symbols are one of the most visual ways that a perceived collective historical narrative is constructed and reinforced. While some symbols continue to live, others, like the pine flags, ebb and flow. They find their moments hundreds of years apart; through time and space, their meaning becomes flexible. Individuals have power to gather, understand, and construct their own meaning.
Like everyone and everything, there are flaws running down to the core of Americanness, but acknowledging these flaws, accepting them, and working to remedy them when possible, is a challenge. In my work, I follow the cracks down to their origin, allowing me to recognize the beginning of the flaw and begin to, in a minute way, mend it in the company of others. After all, as Keith Basso, cultural anthropologist studying the
